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Thank You for Your Service
1
 

 

Reviewed by Major Cesar B. Casal* 

 
The soldier in combat is trapped within [a] tragic Catch-22.  If he overcomes his resistance to killing and 

kills an enemy soldier in close combat, he is forever burdened with blood guilt, and if he elects not to kill, 

then the blood guilt of his fallen comrades and the shame of his profession, nation, and cause lie upon him.  

He is damned if he does, and damned if he doesn’t.2 

 
 

Introduction 

 

Far from the sands of Iraq and the mountains of 

Afghanistan, a war rages.  This war is waged every minute 

of every day:  in rush hour traffic, in bed, at work and at the 

dinner table. 3   In his latest book, Thank You for Your 

Service, David Finkel sheds light on the fight that returning 

Soldiers face, many of whom suffer from wounds in their 

“hearts and minds” that cannot be seen, only felt.  These 

wounds are borne not just by the Soldiers themselves, but 

also by the families that support, and at times carry, them in 
their journey back to “normal” life.4 

 

The numbers are staggering.  By Finkel’s calculations, 

some 400,000–600,000 servicemembers of the two million 

sent to fight in Iraq and Afghanistan will return with a 

diagnosis of either post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 

traumatic brain injury (TBI), or both.5   Finkel recognizes 

that the numbers are difficult to fathom, “especially in a 

country that paid such scant attention to the wars” that they 

are returning from.6  Lieutenant Colonel David Grossman 

argues that, as society reaps the benefits of creating a group 
of people who kill and destroy, that society becomes morally 

responsible for the consequences after the war is long over.7  

Thank You for Your Service is a stark reminder of that 

responsibility. 

 

 

About the Author 

 

David Finkel, an editor and staff writer at the 

Washington Post, is a recipient of the 2006 Pulitzer Prize for 

Explanatory Reporting for his series of articles in December 
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of 2005 about America’s “attempt to bring democracy to 

Yemen.”8  While those articles captured the essence of high-

level U.S. policy efforts, he is no stranger to boots-on-the-

ground military journalism.  His first book, The Good 

Soldiers, covered his time as an embedded journalist with 

the 2-16th Infantry Battalion, 1st Infantry Division,  during 

the Iraqi Surge from 2007 to 2008. 9   This stirring effort 

landed him on multiple bestseller lists and garnered him 

numerous honors.10  In Thank You for Your Service, Finkel 

capitalizes on the bond he formed with those Soldiers, 

following them home and documenting their attempt to cope 
with the changes their wartime service has wrought in 

them.11 

 

 

Emotional Tour-de-Force 

 

Finkel’s strength as a writer, if his Pulitzer prize is any 

indication, is his ability to simplify and humanize his 

narrative. 12   To address the difficulty of fathoming large 

numbers of “walking wounded” he tells his story through the 

eyes of various Soldiers, family members, and support 
personnel, each with a unique but emblematic slice of the 

day to day experiences of Iraq and Afghanistan veterans.13  

Finkel approaches the narrative via a third-person limited 

perspective, giving the reader the sense of walking with the 

protagonists as they deal with frustrations that the Army, and 

life, throws at them:14 
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He had shown up early for orientation and 

been given a list of thirty-nine [Warrior 

Transition Battalion] WTB offices he 

would have to visit and get signatures 

from to prove that he had been there.  He’d 

gone first to human resources, where the 

door was shut and locked and no one 
answered his knock even though the sign 

on the door said OPEN.  He’d gone to the 

mailroom, where the guy working there 

had screamed over the music he was 

playing. . . He’d gone to the chaplain, who 

wasn’t there. . . He’d gone to see his S-1, 

who wasn’t there. . . .15 

 

At its heart, Thank You for Your Service is a stinging 

criticism of the Army mental health system, and the subtext, 

although it may as well have been shouted from the rooftops, 

is that America is failing its service members yet again.16  
Finkel strikes at the “Home of the Brave” not with harsh 

invective, but with quotidian accounts of the constant 

struggle for survival endured by the men and women in her 

service now left to navigate her bureaucratic maze.17  The 

sense of futility he expresses through his subjects’ stories, 

and the resulting shame and self-reflection he may engender 

in the reader, are much more devastating than any explicit 

criticism could ever be. 

 

Finkel also addresses a commonly neglected issue:  the 

struggle of military spouses and their attempts to move on or 
hold their families together after war.18  Two of his main 

characters are military spouses:  Amanda Doster, who is 

either unwilling or unable to move on from her husband’s 

death,19 and Saskia Schumann, wife of one of the narrator-

Soldiers, then-Staff Sergeant Adam Schumann. 20   While 

Army spouses fight a different sort of battle, they too face 

the daunting task of adjusting to the consequences of war; 

they typically act as first responders when that first 

flashback, outlash, or nightmare comes. 21   Finkel also 

recounts the story of Ms. Kristy Robinson, who eventually 

left her husband Jessie when she could no longer handle who 
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he had become.22  Ms. Schumann’s struggles highlight the 

morally fraught position the Army has put her, and all 

military spouses, in.  Ms. Schumann knows that her husband 

is no longer the same man she married, and perhaps she is no 

longer compatible with him.  But is she obligated to stay 

with him even though she will likely be unhappy?  Is it her 

duty as a military spouse to stay?  When, if ever, does that 
duty end?  Is her happiness merely an inextricable part of the 

sacrifice that SSG Schuman made for our country?23  These 

are difficult, if not unfathomable, questions to comprehend. 

 

Finkel’s criticism, expressed through his subjects, 

exposes the Army system as particularly reliant on 

pharmaceuticals and ineffectual “check the box” exercises 

that anyone who has served a day in uniform is all too 

familiar with.24  He portrays then Vice Chief of Staff of the 

Army, General Peter Chiarelli, as a competent and well-

intentioned officer, but one that was hopelessly overmatched 

when he set his sights on suicide prevention.25  Indeed, while 
General Chiarelli may have been unsuccessful at reducing 

Army suicide rates during his tenure, he deserves credit for 

tackling Army culture with respect to mental health.26 

 

Finkel accurately captures the frustrating aspects of 

Army life:  the endless gathering of signatures and rubber 

stamps,27 the briefings of dubious value,28 the bureaucratic, 

byzantine process of obtaining care, 29  the formations to 

nowhere, 30  and the ruffling of feathers. 31   Manageable 

annoyances in normal life, these aspects take on a different 
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tone and magnitude when evaluated in the context of post-

combat stress reality.  One of the narratives culminates in the 

description of the “Contract for Safety,” where Tausolo 

Aieti, a high-risk Soldier in the WTB, is made to sign a 

contract not to kill himself. 32   A similarly disturbing 

exchange plays out later when Aieti meets his third case 

manager in three months, a role Finkel describes as the most 
critical contact in the treatment chain.  The case manager, in 

her very first meeting with Aieti, before developing any 

significant rapport, delves right into a cringe-inducing risk-

assessment checklist that serves no purpose other than to 

protect those who collect and file them.33 

 

Finkel’s account of the various treatment options 

betrays the seemingly futile nature of treating PTSD.  

Particularly depressing are the in-patient centers that seem 

more like prisons than places where people go to heal,34 

centers that have a set treatment period, as if healing a 

broken psyche is just like healing a broken ankle, 35  and 
treatments that cater more to the symptoms than their 

causes.36  One cause that Finkel identifies for this disconnect 

is the burgeoning “military medical-industrial complex” that 

has led to vast expenditures on new treatment facilities with 

expensive trappings and questionable effects on outcomes.37  

To be sure, this is not an Army-specific concern.  It is a 

central conflict that plagues all of modern medicine:  the 

sick generate revenues38 while the cured do not. 

 

 

Sad but True? 
 

One criticism of Finkel’s approach is the unending 

stream of negative events he portrays in the book.  Every 

minor success is followed by some seemingly 
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insurmountable setback.39  One step forward and two steps 

back.  Finkel’s narrative builds a crescendo of hopelessness 

and ends in a note of cautious optimism, although even that 

is a generous characterization.40   In an interview with an 

editor at Amazon.com, Finkel states that it was not 

necessarily his intent to be “ironic, sarcastic, or bitter” in 

deciding on the title of Thank You for Your Service.41  He 
also made a conscious effort to remove his personal opinion 

from the story.42  Despite his intent, however, Thank You for 

Your Service evokes a modern documentary film, a factual 

work created to elicit a specific set of emotions in the 

audience.43  Finkel could have given more robust treatment 

to some of the Army’s positive initiatives regarding the 

PTSD/suicide problem.  In one instance, he briefly mentions 

the link between Soldier and athlete traumatic brain injuries 

but doesn’t mention the Army’s cooperation with the 

National Football League or Boston University’s Chronic 

Traumatic Encephalopathy Center.  These are just examples 

of the Army’s willingness to explore unorthodox solutions 
and partnerships to combat PTSD and TBI and Finkle could 

have used such examples to express some optimism. 44  

Finkel’s approach is likely much more effective from an 

emotional perspective, but it is not necessarily as balanced 

as it could have been. The one-sided treatment, at times, 

dilutes the book’s persuasive impact. 

 

To be fair, Finkel does offer some leeway.  He credits 

the good intentions and genuine efforts of the individuals 

involved in the Army’s response, from the Vice Chief of 

Staff of the Army on down. 45   And even though Finkel 
appears to lack sympathy for the Army’s ham-fisted efforts 

(as portrayed in the book), he recognizes the enormity of the 

problem.46   Post-traumatic stress disorder is a challenging 

disorder to manage; multifaceted and ever-changing, its 
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diagnosis is unique and specific to each individual. 47  

Indeed, the Warrior mindset, cultivated from the first drill 

sergeant’s piercing scream at the start of basic training, 

presents a barrier all its own:  the “‘suck it up and drive on’  

ethos has great survival value in the heat of battle, but it has 

also kept us from seeking helpful treatment after the 

battle.” 48   Effective treatments transcend the individual:  
cultures and attitudes in the community pay a role in the 

healing process, and changing them is neither a short nor 

simple process. 49   But as General Chiarelli stated, “[W]e 

have got to do better.”50 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Is it a fair criticism to characterize a book as too 

depressing if it accurately reflects the current state of affairs 

that the author seeks to upend?  To borrow a quote from a 

sports visionary, “You are what your record says you are.”51  
And if the American people are dissatisfied with any 

Soldier-suicide figure greater than zero, if even a single 

suicide represents an unacceptable loss, then change can 

only be for the better.52  If Finkel’s goal is to effect that 

change, he has certainly written a means to do that with 

Thank You for Your Service, and pulled no punches in doing 

so.   

 

In the end, Thank You for Your Service will impact all 

who read it, especially those who have little to no 

understanding of the realities of military service.  This is not 
to say that the book has little value for judge advocates; to 

the contrary, its lessons may be much more meaningful, if 

less shocking.  Civilians are generally so far removed from 

the experiences these Soldiers describe that the accounts 

may as well be fictional, something only experienced in 

novels and movies.  But judge advocates, even if rarely in 

combat themselves, are in near constant contact with those 

who were.  Judge advocates working in some of the core 

disciplines such as military justice, legal assistance, or 

administrative law are responsible for addressing many of 

the negative consequences of war on Soldiers and their 
families.  Thank You for Your Service serves as that perfect 

reminder of who they are fighting for. 
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